Abby Combs
Berkley School District
Voices of the Underground Railroad
Overview: In this lesson students will analyze four narratives and memoirs from the Underground Railroad. They
will gain some general knowledge about the Underground Railroad as well as explore the backgrounds of the
authors that created the primary sources. As a final assessment students will create their own memoir detailing
events from the Underground Railroad.
Narrative:
*“Clarissa Davis: Arrived Dressed in Male Attire”
The Underground Railroad: A Record of Facts, Authentic Narratives, Letters…
By: William Still
*The Rev. J. W. Loguen, as a Slave and as a Freeman. A Narrative of Real Life:
Electronic Edition.
By: Jermain Wesley Loguen
*Life, Including His Escape and Struggle for Liberty, of Charles A. Garlick, Born a Slave in Old Virginia, Who
Secured his Freedom by Running Away from his Master's Farm in 1843
By: Charles A. Garlick
*Reminiscences of Levi Coffin, the reputed president of the underground railroad: being a brief history of the
labors of a lifetime in behalf of the slave, with the stories of numerous fugitives, who gained their freedom through
his instrumentality, and many other incidents.
By: Levi Coffin
Objectives:
*Analyze primary sources from the Underground Railroad period in American History.
*Gain insight on the use of the genre of memoir and narrative in historical documents.
*Learn basic background information on the Underground Railroad and the Americans that documented it.
*Use creative writing skills to create a personal memoir about the Underground Railroad.
Time Required: Four class periods
Grade Level: This lesson is intended for a middle school Social Studies classroom. The lesson can be modified
for other grade levels.
Standards and Benchmarks:
Michigan Department of Education
SS 1.2 All students will understand narratives about major eras of American and world history by identifying the
people involved, describing the setting, and sequencing the events.
SS 2.4 Use historical biographies to explain how events from the past affected the lives of individuals and how
some individuals influenced the course of history.
ELA 1.2 Read with a developing fluency a variety of texts, such as short stories, novels, poetry, plays, textbooks,
manuals, and periodicals.
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ELA 8.2 Describe and use characteristics of various narrative genre and elements of various narrative techniques
to convey ideas and perspectives.
Common Core Standards
RH.6-8.2. Determine the central ideas or information of a primary or secondary source; provide an accurate
summary of the source distinct from prior knowledge or opinions.
RH.6-8.6. Identify aspects of a text that reveal an author’s point of view or purpose (e.g., loaded language,
inclusion or avoidance of particular facts).
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Lesson Sequence
Day One:
Introduce students to the genre of memoir. Discuss the differences between a memoir, narrative, and biography.
Memoir-a record of events written by a person having intimate knowledge of them and based on personal
observation.
Present the class with a few examples of memoir from: http://www.writingmemoir.com/samples.aspx
or other available sources.
Hand out the pre-assessment “What do you know about the Underground Railroad?”
(available on the resource page at the end of this lesson)
Upon completion, lead the class in a discussion about the Underground Railroad and the difficulty that fugitive
slaves faced when trying to escape to freedom.
Day Two:
Students will analyze memoirs and accounts from the Underground Railroad. The following excerpts (available on
the resource page) will be provided to students. The teacher may choose to divide the class into groups or partners
to complete the analysis. Depending on time constraints students may be able to complete analysis of multiple
documents.
Excerpt 1
“Clarissa Davis: Arrived Dressed in Male Attire”
The Underground Railroad: A Record of Facts, Authentic Narratives, Letters…
By: William Still
Excerpt 2
The Rev. J. W. Loguen, as a Slave and as a Freeman. A Narrative of Real Life:
Electronic Edition.
By: Jermain Wesley Loguen
Excerpt 3
Life, Including His Escape and Struggle for Liberty, of Charles A. Garlick, Born a Slave in Old Virginia, Who
Secured his Freedom by Running Away from his Master's Farm in 1843
By: Charles A. Garlick
Excerpt 4
Reminiscences of Levi Coffin, the reputed president of the underground railroad: being a brief history of the labors
of a lifetime in behalf of the slave, with the stories of numerous fugitives, who gained their freedom through his
instrumentality, and many other incidents.
By: Levi Coffin
Students will complete the primary source analysis sheet as they read the provided excerpt.
After completion students will share their findings with the class. The teacher will encourage students to find
similarities and differences in the primary sources and to discuss if their selected passage should be considered a
memoir.
3

Day Three
Using online or print resources students will research the author of their document.
Students will fill out the “Who was---------“questions provided in the resources section.
Students should be encouraged to make connections between their author’s experience with the Underground
Railroad and their intention in sharing stories of the event.
Day Four
Using their knowledge of memoirs and narratives along with the information gained from the primary sources and
author research, students will write their own narrative of the Underground Railroad. Students should be
encouraged to take on the role of a runaway slave, conductor or stationmaster. Please use the “Memoir Planning
Guide” in the resource section to complete the final assessment.
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Lesson Resources
For access to the full text please visit the following links from the Library of Congress.
William Still
http://memory.loc.gov/cgibin/ampage?collId=ody_rbcmisc&fileName=ody/ody0211/ody0211page.db&recNum=0&itemLink=D?aaodyssey:
2:./temp/~ammem_5QlV::@@@mdb=aap,aaeo,rbaapcbib,aasm,aaodyssey,bbpix,rbpebib,mfd,hurstonbib,gmd,mc
c,ncpm,afcesnbib,mesnbib,llstbib,uncall,fpnas&linkText=0
The Reverend J. W. Loguen
http://docsouth.unc.edu/neh/loguen/loguen.html
Charles A. Garlick
http://dbs.ohiohistory.org/africanam/page.cfm?ID=316
Levi Coffin
http://quod.lib.umich.edu/cgi/t/text/text-idx?c=moa;idno=ABT8668

5

What do you know about the Underground Railroad?
Please circle the best response to each question. Be prepared to discuss your ideas with the class.
True or False
1.) T F
The Underground Railroad was a series of rail lines that ran from north to south to assist runaway slaves to
freedom.

2.) T F
Mainly white northerners participated in the Underground Railroad.

3.) T F
A “conductor” was a person who aided slaves as they fled to freedom on the Underground Railroad.

4.) T F
Harriet Tubman was a “conductor” on the Underground Railroad.

5.) T F
All slaves that escaped to freedom went to the north.

Multiple Choice

6.) The homes and businesses where fugitive slaves could find safety were called:
a. safe houses

c. hideaways

b. stations

d. taverns

7.) Running away from slavery was difficult for the fugitive slave because:
a. it required escaping from the master

c. money and other resources
were required

b. it often required leaving friends
and family behind

d. all of the above
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Short Answer
8.) Please share your knowledge of the Underground Railroad and think of a few questions that you have about
this time period in American History.
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What do you know about the Underground Railroad?
KEY
Please circle the best response to each question. Be prepared to discuss your ideas with the class.
True or False
1.) T F
The Underground Railroad was a series of rail lines that ran from north to south to assist runaway slaves to
freedom.
False The Underground Railroad was a network of people that used their resources, including homes and
businesses, to aid fugitive slaves in gaining freedom. The term “railroad” was adopted to represent the new
technology of the time period.
2.) T F
Mainly white northerners participated in the Underground Railroad.
False Although many white northerners did participate, fugitive slaves were predominantly assisted by other
escapees and freed blacks.
3.) T F
A “conductor” was a person who aided slaves as they fled to freedom on the Underground Railroad.
True Like the term “railroad,” a “conductor” described a person who assisted slaves in gaining freedom.

4.) T F
Harriet Tubman was a “conductor” on the Underground Railroad.
True Harriet Tubman’s story, although not typical, is what many Americans associate with their knowledge of the
Underground Railroad.
5.) T F
All slaves that escaped to freedom went to the north.
False Many slaves, especially in the Deep South, escaped to Florida or Mexico.
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Multiple Choice

6.) The homes and businesses where fugitive slaves could find safety were called:
a. safe houses

c. hideaways

b. stations

d. taverns

B. Stations Much like the terms “conductor,” and “railroad,” “station” reflected the fascination of the use of
railroads during this time period.

7.) Running away from slavery was difficult for the fugitive slave because:
a. it required escaping from the master

c. money and other resources
were required

b. it often required leaving friends
and family behind

d. all of the above

D. all of the above Students should be made aware of the difficulty, both emotionally and physically, that a
fugitive slave faced when decided to escape to freedom.
Short Answer
8.) Please share your knowledge of the Underground Railroad and think of a few questions that you have about
this time period in American History.
Use this question to open up discussion about the Underground Railroad and to clarify any misconceptions that
students may have about the time period.
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CHAPTER XXII.
As may be supposed, the young men were delighted to be alone again on the public highway. To them, their overnight
experience was something like an escape from a den of lions. The weather continued freezing cold, but they minded it not,
so intensely interested were they in their success. Their horses were well fed and cared for, and scarcely less lively than
when they started.
Their own provisions furnished them again, and their horses were supplied as on the preceding day. When evening
came, they found themselves in the presence of one of the most popular taverns on the road. It was quite dark, and they
delivered their horses to the stable boy, like other raveler , and directed their steps to the house, which was glowing with
light, and alive with the sound of many voices.
As they entered the hall, they met the landlord, and enquired if they could be entertained. He said “yes,” and opened the
door into the bar-room. They saw the room literally filled with white men, in all stages of intoxication: The fumes of tobacco
and brandy, with the loud oaths of demented men, flowed in an overpowering torrent upon their senses.
“Don’t take us in there!” said Jarm. “We are free colored men, and want to be by ourselves, and have supper, and go to
bed, and be on our journey in the morning, early.”
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The landlord then led them to a private parlor, and left them. In a short time a servant came and said their suppers were
ready.
Neither Jarm or John were ignorant of well provided tables; but to see one set for themselves, alone, was a new thing.
Their table was furnished with broiled chicken, ham and eggs, coffee, sweet-meats, and etceteras. When they took their
seats, servants stood behind them to obey their commands. They felt awkwardly but pleasantly, and exchanging significant
glances, hastily sated their keen appetites with the best supper they ever enjoyed. After the cold food and cold ride of the last
forty-eight hours, a warm feast like that was a great luxury.
They fell asleep soon after they felt their beds, and notwithstanding the bellowing of the crazy and drunken men, who,
until after midnight, and even to approaching morning, made the house tremble with their demonstrations, they slept soundly,
only, and occasionally, and partially, waking, to testify to the tempestuous excesses of the debauch.
At an early hour they awoke the hostler, fed their horses, paid their bills, and prepared to journey again. We give the
following incident, illustrative of Jarm’s luck and southern ways.
Jarm brought to the tavern a new cotton umbrella, and left it with the landlord. This umbrella some of the frolikers had
taken, and left a new and beautiful silk one in its place. When the servant brought Jam’s things, in the morning, he brought
along this umbrella. “That is not my umbrella; mine is a new

Page 290

cotton one,” said Jarm The boy returned to his master and stated the case to him.
“Tell the d—d fool to take the umbrella and be off—who the d—l cares?—the silk umbrella belongs to the n-“—growled
the landlord from his bed, where it is not probable he had lain long. Of course Jarm made no more words, accepted the
profitable exchange, unceremoniously thrust upon him, thinking it an ill wind that blows nobody any good.
The third day did not materially vary the experience of the fugitives. But when night overtook them, they stopped at a
private mansion, which, they were told, belonged to a bachelor gentleman. They delivered their horses to the servants, to be
cared for, as usual, and were led to the front door, and entered the room, where the proprietor sat reading.
“We are free colored men,” said Jarm, “and want—“
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“I’ll colored men ye—you black rascals!” said the bachelor, as he reached for his cane, “if you don’t get out of this
room!”
The young men fled, of course, and avoided the blows the idiocracy or drunkenness of their host seemed willing to
inflict. He did not follow them, but seemed satisfied that he was clear of their presence. The servants understood his
peculiarities, and led them to the kitchen, and showed all the kindness they dare. But they were allowed neither supper or
bed. Here again they had a night of fasting, added to anxious watching for morning, to be released from painful
embarrassment. Two things only were they indebted to their crusty landlord for. Their horses were
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housed and fed,--thanks to the slaves for that,--and they, also, were covered from the cold winter.
Notwithstanding they were so shabbily used, the overseer showed them his sour and ugly face in the morning, and
demanded a dollar for the use of beds which they never had. In the lion’s mouth, as they were, they knew it was wise to be
submissive. Jarm, therefore, handed the overseer a dollar bill, which had been condemned as counterfeit, and which he
could no where else pass. This piece of counterfeit paper, which had been imposed on Jarm, appeased the extortion of the
crusty scoundrel, and they took their horses and departed.
They now entered the fourth day of their journey, without awaking the enemy, or eliciting attention to their real
character. They were in excellent spirits, and congratulated each other upon their good fortune. From past experience, they
believed to-day would be as yesterday and the day before, and that they should pass through without molestation. Their road
lay through a thinly settled and uncultivated country, and it was rare they met a raveler. Under the circumstances, they
dismissed fear, and amused themselves by recurring to the escapes, perils, and incidents of the journey. Those perils and
incidents made them the more sportive, as they were exciting. Over their experience with the old bachelor, whose
vengeance and hospitality were so spontaneous and peculiar, they made themselves merry and laughed heartily.

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

Primary Source Analysis
1.) What is the title of this document?

2.) Who is the author of this document?

3.) What circumstances or reasons encouraged the author to write this passage?

4.) Who do you think the intended audience is? Explain.

5.) Can you tell from the passage if the author is an abolitionist or if he supports slavery? Explain.

6.) Why is this document a valuable tool for learning about the Underground Railroad?
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“Who was---------------“
Learning more about Americans who documented
the Underground Railroad
You were given the opportunity to read a passage about the Underground Railroad. Now let’s
learn some more about the author of your document. Please answer the following questions using
online or print resources.
1.) My author was:
a. William Still
b. The Reverend J. W. Luguen
c. Charles A. Garlick
d. Levi Coffin
2.) Was your author a white Northerner, a freed black, or a former slave? Why would their
background be important when reading the passage?

3.) When and where did your author live?

4.) What motivated him to participate in the Underground Railroad? Was it religious reasons,
was he a slave himself? Think critically about why he would be willing to risk breaking the law
to help others or himself.

5.) Was your author recognized in his lifetime as being a part of the Underground Railroad? If
yes was he celebrated or shunned for it?
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6.) What have you learned about the Underground Railroad after reading an account from
someone who witnessed it? Were you surprised by the story? Explain.

7.) Please list the resources you used to find the information.
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“Writing a Memoir of the Underground Railroad”
Planning Guide
1.) Decide which role you will take when creating your memoir. Will you be a fugitive slave,
stationmaster, or conductor?

2.) Who is your intended audience? Who do you want to share your story with?

3.) What event about the Underground Railroad would you like to share? Will you describe the
perils of your trip? Leaving your family behind? The relief of reaching freedom?

4.) What emotions will you convey in your story? Are you relieved, scared, hopeful?
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